email the new contact and my questions were not answered but referred to others and then there was no follow up with me to see if my questions were ever answered. This continued for a time and my frustration built. I liked the way my former rep handled my questions. She would send me back my question along with her answer in red. My frustration bubbled over and thus began my push back for better service.
A couple of years into our relationship, Coutts went through internal changes with the closing of their customer service center in Canada and the transfer of that service to Tennessee. It was hard to keep up with who I was supposed to contact with my questions and concerns. It got to the point where I would send a missive in the form of a word document to everyone I knew at Coutts: my sales rep, my rep who handled the approval profiles, my sales rep's boss, the head of technical services, and anyone else whose email I happened to have. My sales rep would call me and assure me that my dogged persistence was appreciated but all I wanted was answers to my questions.
Here are examples of the ways I would communicate with my contacts at Coutts. I would write up a word document and title it "Ongoing Coutts Issues" and add the date. I would document all the old issues that I had not received answers on, the last response I had received from Coutts and the status of the question as far as I was concerned. Lots of colors were used to highlight the different levels of information or non-information. This document would go out monthly or when my patience ran out. For the most part, this system worked for me. However, it took a tremendous amount of time on my part to keep up with this. As I said to my sales rep on numerous occasions, why was it up to me, the customer, to have to constantly follow up with answers and keep track of the status of problems? From my viewpoint, it seemed that there was no one on the customer service side of Coutts who would take responsibility to see my problems through to resolution. The customer service rep would merely pass my questions on to relevant parties but would not follow up to ensure that my questions were actually answered. Often, I did not know who my questions were referred to. At times during the first couple of years with Coutts, I might have questions referred to four or five people and then the onus was on me to follow up with those people. It was frustrating and time consuming. On several occasions I would be told, "but no one else has ever complained about that." That was not exactly what I wanted to hear! On the other hand, my sales rep would constantly assure me that he wanted to hear my complaints. While meeting with Coutts reps at ALA and other conferences, I was always told that they wanted to hear my concerns, that often their customers did not bring issues to their attention and they appreciated my frankness.
Five years later and programs are smooth sailing with Coutts. We have implemented pretty much every program that can be implemented with them and I have a very good relationship with everyone I know there -from bob Nardini down to the customer service reps. After being reassured time and again that my input was valued, I have finally come to believe it! Now, if they could only implement Table of Contents for eBooks, I would be happy. I am hoping that their acquisition by ProQuest will not cause another bump in the road and upset the good customer service I have come to expect.
bob's Story
Every unhappy customer is unhappy in her own way. Tolstoy himself couldn't have done a better job of showing how that is true than our partner and friend Stacey Marien has done. And in the early period she describes, Coutts gave Stacey and her American university colleagues plenty of ways in which to be unhappy. The famous Tolstoy quotation comes from Anna Karenina. Fortunately for us all, and unlike the novel, our story had a painful start yet ended well.
In fact, though, Stacey concludes with one last "if they could only" statement, and so the story hasn't really ended at all. The scariest kind of customer, in a business where so many details can go wrong, and where all of us can see so many ways to improve how libraries acquire their books, are the "happy" customers you never hear from. For one thing, they are not helping you to improve. You might get the idea you're doing pretty well. Never a good idea, in this business, to get too satisfied. For another, that customer might be doing all her talking to your competition, and not to you.
We're glad Stacey talked to us in 2010. A better Tolstoy reference for the book vendor world at the time would have been War and Peace. blackwell customers had to move, one way or another, there was upheaval in all directions, and corporate change was only a part of it. 2010 was also a year when eBooks reached a certain tipping point and vendors had to get down to serious work to support integration with print books.
American was among the first of our customers to use the OASIS "Review Shelf" for online selection of print and eBooks. We'd worked hard to be the first vendor to offer that service to academic libraries. Among the blackwell customers who joined Coutts, American was the first to set up shelf-ready service for the print books they bought. So beyond the basics involved in setting up a new account, which can be complex enough, such as getting the invoices right, and the shipping details, and the customer service communications, there was an extra layer or two of complexity.
Did everything go smoothly? Just re-read Stacey's contribution for the answer. Did things go terribly wrong? Read Stacey for that answer too. Where my Tolstoy referencing goes off the tracks is with the first part of that famous Anna Karenina quotation, that all happy customers are alike. They are not. Today, I count 28 active OASIS users at American university. These Au users have been trained to use a customized interface to support a particular workflow involving selections, record downloads, and EDI orders for print books as well as eBooks. Many of these transactions result from the outputs of the profiles we have established with Au selectors in 30 different subject areas. Some of these profiles prefer print books, some prefer eBooks. Some have variants in support of eBook and print book DDA programs. Some profiles support approval plans, others don't. We maintain some 300 active Au standing orders for series titles and annuals, blocking these against each of the profiles. We record Au purchases under about 140 different funds.
This amounts to a substantial sum of money each year. We are glad to have that business, of course. And we are equally glad to have a librarian like Stacey as our principal contact at American university. "Stacey puts the facts on the table," as one of my colleagues says. Stacey was not only organized, direct, persistent, and patient in her criticisms and suggestions, but she also offered all of this in a spirit, as she says, of partnership.
The business of academic bookselling is always, it seems, in transition. In that year of blackwell and eBook transitions, establishing a new account resembled R & D work. Later, Ingram moved the Coutts operation from Niagara Falls, Ontario to La Vergne, Tennessee and Fort Wayne, Indiana. That transition, as Stacey relates, was not always, as we vendors like to say, "seamless." We are now a ProQuest company. Our principal competitor in North America, who is also our partner in the business of selling eBooks, has a new parent company too. Publishers, always our suppliers, now are both partners and competitors as well. We are all busy reinventing ourselves, competing and collaborating with one another at the same time, while preparing for whatever comes next.
It's not easy work. We need the help of librarians like Stacey, whose example shows that your best customer, despite what you'd like to think, might be an unhappy customer.
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